A record drought, low snowpack and critical fire weather bring Washington’s worst-ever wildfire season
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The immensity of the 2015
wildfire season revealed

itself as summer began. As |
walked through Wenatchee
neighborhoods annihilated by the
fast-moving Sleepy Hollow fire in
late June, | saw conditions typical
of August. This human-caused
wildfire had raced over hillsides
covered in dead grasses and
descended into neighborhood
streets. It blitzed through
Wenatchee, with embers borne
by hot winds, burning homes
randomly and eventually igniting
fruit warehouses along the
Columbia River.

These explosive conditions were a
portent for the rest of the season.
The simple act of harvesting
wheat would trigger the Blue
Creek fire, which threatened
Walla Walla's water supply.
Lightning would ignite a fire that
would burn for months in old-
growth rainforest at the heart of
Olympic National Park. And three

U.S. Forest Service firefighters
would die in a dry canyon of
Ponderosa pines near the Twisp
River on a terrible wildfire day in
August.

About $347 million was spent
fighting Washington'’s wildfires
this year. The estimated total
cost to the state will be about
$164 million: the most expensive
fire season ever.

We can draw some essential
lessons from the experience
that must shape how we now
prepare for future fire seasons.

e Our landscape is changing.
Governor Inslee declared a
statewide drought on May 15.
Our extreme climatic conditions
have created a hotter, drier
landscape, where natural fire
resistance is weakened. The
pattern of repeated drought and
its effects on the health of our
forests mean Washington is now
more prone to fire.

¢ Wildfire is coming to
town. As wildfires move faster,
propelled by changing climatic
conditions, more Washington
towns and cities will experience
flames, embers and smoke as
never before. Cities and towns
like Wenatchee, Walla Walla,
Spokane, Chelan, Winthrop and
Okanogan were on the front line
of wildfire this season.

¢ Preparation is vital.

More firefighting resources,
prepositioned in the most fire-
prone areas of the state, must be
a greater part of our response to
fire. We need to provide grants
to local fire districts to boost
their capabilities. Joint training
of volunteers, National Guard
troops, and local firefighters
alongside professional DNR
firefighters is essential. Those
forces must be led by experienced
fire commanders, using

modern radio equipment. We
need to thin and maintain our
forests, and help homeowners
and communities clear away
flammable materials to make
properties more “Firewise.”

The last two fire seasons have
changed the way we understand
wildfire in Washington. To protect
communities and the landscape,
we must now commit the
resources to preparing for and
quickly responding to wildfire. We
cannot allow the Evergreen State
to become the Wildfire State.
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Wildfire
ignites across
the state

. The Paradise fire in Olympic

National Park, the Wolverine
fire ar Lake Chelan,
:ihé sléepy Hollow fire in
enatchee and the Blue
sek-fire near Walla Walla
ushered in the state’s worst
vildfire season. Worse was
o come August 13-14, when
ghtning and human-caused
rts would set off the Tunk

k. ock, Okanogan Complex,
. :North Star Complex, Grizzly

Bear Complex and Chelan
Complex fires, burning
grasslands and forests in
eastern Washington.
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PARADISE

Cause: Lightning

Start Date: May 15
Acres Burned: 2,796

In the Olympics, the
spring of 2015 was the
driest in more than
100 years. Once the

rainforest caught on fire,

it burned for more than

two months.

" “operation fo.stept
--thgsthlahekin Valley, in.Okanogan County. -

s OIka'nga;an Complex

DNR Highlands 20, Carson Hotshots :
“and Winema Hotshots érews during the burnout -
ire’s northern progression‘down
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COUGAR-CREEK -~
53,523 acres .
fiburned |
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CHELAN COMPLEX
Cause: Unknown
Start Date: August 14
Acres Burned: 88,985
Smoke blanketed the

shores of Lake Chelan,

L -
2 - keeping visitors
: ‘ - _away from one of

+ Washington's
§ most scenic
u
) places.

SLEEPY HOLLOW

Cause: Human

Start Date: June 28
Acres Burned: 2,950

An ember traveled more
than a mile, burning
businesses downtown.

OKANOGAN
COMPLEX

Cause: Lightning
Start Date: August 14
Acres Burned: 133,707

TUNK BLOCK:

Cause: Lightning

Start Date: August 14

' Acres Burned: 165,918
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CARPENTER ROAD
63,972 acres burned

— KETTLE COMPLEX
73,392 acres
burned

BLUE CREEK

Cause: Human

Start Date: July 20

Acres Burned: 6,004
Sparked by a wheat
combine, this fire
threatened Walla Walla’s
drinking water supply.
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GRIZZLY BEAR COMPLEX
Cause: Lightning

Start Date: August 13
Acres Burned: 82,659

NORTH STAR COMPLEX
Cause: Human

Start Date: August 13
Acres Burned: 218,138
The largest fire of the
record-breaking 2015
wildfire season, it

burned through tribal
rlands.~ y
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WOLVERINE

TWENTY-ONE MILE GRADE
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SEPTEMBER 23

RILEY CREEK
BLANKENSHIP

PC COMPLEX
BLUE CREEK

NORTH BOULDER 2

COUGAR CREEK

UPPER SKAGIT COMPLEX

2015 LARGE
WILDFIRES TIMELINE

Many wildfires which began

in June and July were still
burning in September.
Meanwhile, the operational
tempo intensified in August,
when Washington became the
top firefighting priority in

the nation.
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MEEKS TABLE

THE FIRE
SEASON PEAKED
ON AUGUST 19,
WHEN 22 LARGE
FIRES WERE
ACTIVELY
BURNING
ACROSS THE
STATE.
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ACRES BURNED
Since June 1,
1,005,423 acres were
affected by wildfire,
an area greater than
the state of Rhode
Island.

800,000
600,000

400,000

ACRES
BURNED

3347mMQW

ESTIMATED TOTAL
FIREFIGHTING COST TO DATE
IN WASHINGTON STATE, .

= Al JURISDICTION_S,‘NOT' ALL COs
HAVE BEEN REPORTED.
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“¢ _homes are being built in many
fire-prone Iandscapes. ,

o : COMMUNITIES :
~ - Since 2009, the Department . i -
of Natural Resources has secured . LIKE WENATCHEE 2 %

$30 million to thinning trees and - WALLA WALLA,
reducing flammable material in CHELAN AND

our forests. Controlled burns are
another tool to improve forest
health. DNR works closely with
state, federal, tribal and private
landowners across eastern ;
Washington to help Wa_sh.gqgw T
forests become mg_fe .
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, 5 borde on the other side
of the world also responded
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